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The North American Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) has agreed to investigate
the Mexican government's failure to prevent lead poisoning among residents of the impoverished
neighborhood of Chilpancingo in Tijuana. The CEC, created under the auspices of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), took on the case only after strong pressure from
US and Mexican environmental and neighborhood groups to intervene. The CEC investigation
will focus on whether Mexico violated its own environmental laws by failing to ensure that the
smelter abandoned by the company Metales y Derivados was properly cleaned up. For 12 years, the
company operated a smelter that recycled car batteries into lead ingots. The federal environmental
enforcement agency (Procuraduria Federal de Proteccion al Medio Ambiente, PROFEPA) shut
down the smelter in 1994 after owner Jose Kahn, a resident of California, failed to heed repeated
warnings about improper disposal of hazardous waste. Unable to force Kahn to clean up the site,
PROFEPA then persuaded a Mexican court to issue a warrant for his arrest, but it has made no
attempt to extradite him from California. The CEC has authorized an investigation in only two of the
26 complaints brought to the agency since its inception in 1995. Only one case involving potential
damage to a reef and to marine wildlife from construction of a pier on the island of Cozumel off
Mexico's Caribbean coast underwent full commission review and resulted in a public report.

Commission has no enforcement powers
The CEC does not have regulatory powers and can only present a fact sheet and recommendations.
"[We want] to understand Mexico's enforcement efforts to prevent an imminent risk to the
environment and dangerous repercussions to public health, and to prevent and control soil
contamination," a commission statement said. Even though a CEC recommendation would lack
enforcement powers, environmental organizations said they were pleased that the issue is being
addressed at the NAFTA level. "It's the first time that Mexico, Canada, and the United States have
recognized that what we have at hand is a huge toxic problem," said Cesar Luna, director of the
California-based Environmental Health Coalition. Luna said his organization became involved
because the government was ignoring the welfare of the Chilpancingo residents. "We're not
interested in bashing Mexico for inaction, we're more interested in getting [the site] cleaned up,"
said Luna. Environmental organizations are hoping an embarrassing report from the CEC will force
the Mexican government to act promptly to clean up the site. Still, the lack of enforcement powers
within the CEC has raised some concerns about the ineffective environmental provisions negotiated
under NAFTA. Environmental groups have also complained about the Border Environmental
Cooperation Commission (BECC) and the North American Development Bank (NADBANK),
established to promote and develop environmental infrastructure along the US- Mexico border. The
two agencies have been able to promote only a handful of projects because of a lack of funding from
the US and Mexican governments.
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Environmental groups block toxic-waste site in Coahuila
Some community organizations continue to tackle difficult transnational environmental issues
on their own, even with a weak NAFTA environmental regulatory structure. In Coahuila state, a
coalition of environmental groups and residents has managed to delay the approval of permits for
the construction of a huge waste storage site near the Torreon-Saltillo federal highway. The 3,500hectare site had been proposed by a Mexican-US joint venture near the town of General Cepeda
in northern Coahuila. The partnership, formed by Tamaulipas-based CleanMex and Ract Inc. of
Utah, had expected to receive more than 280,000 metric tons of hazardous-waste material per month,
primarily from US sources but also from businesses in the six northern Mexican states. In promoting
its site, the partnership listed among its potential clients the Port of New York, the City of San
Francisco, AT&T, Amoco, and Chrysler. The government's Instituto Nacional de Ecologia (INE) and
Coahuila state environmental authorities are reviewing the request for a site, but have delayed any
decision because of strong opposition by the City of General Cepeda and Mexican environmental
groups.
Fernando Cisneros Barran, General Cepeda's city attorney, said he has reminded authorities
that importing waste from the US would violate Mexican law. Cisneros and other opponents
are worried primarily about the potential for leakage, which could damage the area's natural
habitat and contaminate the water supply of large and small communities in the north, including
the cities of Monterrey and Saltillo. "A leakage could affect 10,000 persons in our area alone,"
said Cisneros. Alfonso Cipres Villarreal, director of the Movimento Ecologista Mexicano (MEM),
said exposure to hazardous waste could increase the rates of cancer and other diseases for local
residents. "That is why it is necessary to join all our voices to prevent the construction of this site,"
said Cipres. Cipres also urged authorities to consider the impact on the local habitat. "That region,
although arid, supports several important ecosystems of plants and animals," Cipres told the daily
newspaper Excelsior. "There is a great diversity of cacti, rodents, and rabbits that deserve to be
protected." (Sources: Excelsior, 04/12-14/00; Associated Press, 04/29/00, 05/02/00; Copley News
Service, 05/13/00, 05/17/00; The San Diego Union-Tribune, 05/14/00, 05/18/00; Los Angeles Times,
05/18/00; El Universal, 05/19/00, 05/22/00)
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